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Abstract
What do young people think about lying? Does the conception of lie vary among boys and girls and in different stages of 
s in terms of gender and 
school grade, as well as to contribute to strengthening school-family relations by recognizing the factors that promote
deception. A questionnaire was applied to 112 Portuguese students, and the evidence collected reveal that although there are
situations in which gender differences are notorious, is essentially in school grades and thus age that we note the most
significant differences in conceptions of the lie.
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1. Introduction
Lying is part of the daily lives of all teenagers around the world. Living in a time when they have growing 
peacefully accepted of our global society, it becomes
important to understand how these future active citizens view and treat the use of lies in all sorts of situations,
which inherited values they inherited from older generations, and what kind of moral and ethical discourse they
develop in this stage of learning.
Lying is linked to our social life, to the way we relate with one another (Martins & Carvalho, 2009, 2010,
2011; Martins, Martins, & Carvalho, 2011). It might be a paradigmatic tool, dangerous when misapplied but 
often good, when properly used.
We lie for several reasons: out of fear, out of shame, neglect or deceit; to get something otherwise not
possible to obtain, to surprise or protect someone; or mostly to avoid the consequences of the truth. We lie in
different ways: hiding, deceiving, pretending, omitting. We also lie in different situations and to different people:
friends, family, colleagues, acquaintances or strangers; about us, about our lives, our work, our personal and 
professional relationships, our universe and all the others therein (Martins, 2009).
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As adults, we use lie totally conscious of its strength, potential and likely consequences, and we still choose 
it, acknowledging its inherent risks. Nevertheless, as educators we teach young people not to lie, to choose the 
truth whatever the situation, reproaching them for using and taking advantage of it. However, lies are often 
tolerated and even accepted if the consequences of truth become more devastating for oneself or for others. This 
ambiguity is also perceived by the youngsters who early understand that a lie, although inappropriate and 
reprehensible, is recurrent in the speech of the adults who so vehemently criticize it. We should not forget that 
lies are "an acquired cultural phenomenon" (Manen & Levering, 1996, p.181) and that young people learn to lie 
because they interact with others in different social contexts ,and particularly with those who are the closest and 
the most significant figures to them.  
Adolescence is a stage of life in which a greater number of new, complex, unexpected and sometimes difficult 
situations arise, not only for those directly involved but also for their families and teachers. A youngster develops 
a new perspective on the world and starts to challenge, discuss, argue and indorse his ideals. The management of 
the utilization of lie will be made by the adolescent at this stage, influenced both by the need to develop its own 
identity, independent and socially valued relative to peer group with which one identifies, as by the social, 
emotional and familiar context that supports it (Urra, 2009).This is when (s)he begins using the values (s)he 
received from his/her family and school, and explores and replicates them, for better or for worse. So, are we 
prepared to see the result of our own education mirrored in our children? If they lie, do they know how to do it? 
What do they lie about? To whom? When? Why?  
We went looking for answers. This study examines the different meanings that lies and deception have for 
teenagers, according to the age and gender, the way they are conceived, used and understood in their systems of 
ethical codes, and is an opportunity, mainly based on Kohlberg, Piaget  fundamentals, to 
understand the appropriation youth makes of the social and moral values shared with others in their daily lives.  
Therefore, we tried to understand young people by presenting general questions about lies and deception 
which fit in the main and original research questions: a) What do young people think about lying? b) Does the 
 c) Are there any differences in the 
conceptions of lie that boys and girls have? 
2. Methods 
2.1. Participants 
This study had a total of 112 participants of both genders, (52 boys and 60 girls), all students of public 
schools in the surroundings of Lisbon, Portugal, being distributed by the 7th, 9th and 12th school grades. The 30 
students from the 7th grade were in 
9th grade grade   
ssion to do participate and the school itself had 
previously been informed of the contents thereof, so to preserve all ethical issues that could be linked to this 
matter. 
2.2. Measures 
The outlined questionnaire, based on previous exploratory interviews carried out at an earlier stage of the 
investigation, consisted in 26 closed questions and was subdivided in five main groups: I - What is a lie?; II - To 
whom do we lie? III - When do we lie? IV - Why do we lie? V - What do we lie about? It was a nominal scale 
instrument with multiple choice answers, where participants had to choose the options best suited to their case. 
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2.3. Procedures 
The questionnaire was answered by groups of students in different but contiguous days, according to the 
possibilities of their time tables. The students answered the questionnaire without any problems or doubts, taking 
about forty-five minutes to do so, in the presence of both the teacher and the researcher. 
For the analysis of results, we used content analysis, as well as the chi-square test of independence, to 
examine the differences in lie conceptions, according on the school grade (which ideally would correspond to 
different ages and stages of moral and social development) and the gender, i.e. between boys and girls. 
The analysis of the questionnaire data was carried out using SPSS software version 19.0. 
3. Results and discussion 
3.1. General conceptions of lie 
Regarding the first research question, What do young people think about lying?, we proceeded to a 
descriptive statistical analysis, outlining some topics of discussion which would enable us to understand the 
thematic presented in this study. 
Below are some of the most frequent data based on the general answers of participants: More than omitting 
or distorting a fact, lying is the same as transmitting an idea which is untrue; The lie is an intentional and 
voluntary act and not an inherent need of daily lives. Adolescents think they only resort to it if they really want to 
do so. Lying is definitely wrong but, undoubtedly, there are situations when it becomes very handy. The most 
serious consequence of a lie is being caught and the fact that nobody will ever trust our word again. When you 
take into account the different stages of life, one sees that adolescence is the period where we lie the most. 
Comparing the seriousness of lies in the different stages of life, the most serious are those that are told by adults. 
Young people lie especially to their parents. Young people seldom lie to their (best) friends. In pleasant 
situations, young people trust especially to their (best) friends. 
trust their teachers. The main situations that lead to lies arise when young people want to hide something from 
others. The main reasons that lead young people to lie to their teachers relate to the fear of being punished for 
telling the truth. The main issues for which young people seldom lie relate to their group of friends except if the 
teacher is their target. The three most common forms of lies used by young people are omission, deceit and 
pretense. 
The general conceptions of lying in youth, completely independent of gender or school level, clearly 
manifested in some of the issues presented, thus showing that the lie is something familiar to young people, that 
they are perfectly to using it, and that they do it consciously, voluntarily and regularly. 
3.2. Conceptions of lie by school grades 
For the second research question initially formulated, Does the young people's conception of Lie vary in 
different stages of their development?, we applied the chi-square test of independence (Table 1) to investigate the 
existence of significant differences between the concepts of lying and school grades considered: 
 
As can be seen in Table 1, the results show that there are significant differences marginally 
significant differences in conceptions of lying for this variable, in several categories along all the 
five dimensions considered. To point out that we only present the values corresponding to results of significant 
difference for the variable school grade in Table 1. Thus, each "value" shown in Table 1, is a sub-category of it 
"group", in which significant differences of school grade were found. 
  
652   Marina Martins and Carolina Carvalho /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  82 ( 2013 )  649 – 656 
Table 1. Significant results of the chi square test of independence for the variable school grade  
 
Groups Value df p 
What is a Lie 12.087 6 .060 
11.425 4 .022 
To whom do we lie 20.324 8 .009 
 20.094 12 .065 
 25.022 8 .002 
When do we lie 27.668 8 .001 
 12.241 6 .057 
 16.083 8 .041 
Why do we lie 36.992 16 .002 
 25.205 16 .066 
What do we lie about 23.959 12 .021 
 33.840 14 .002 
 18.539 12 .100 
 
Further analysis allows us to consider the following facts: At the 7th and 9th grades, young people assumed 
they only lie if they can profit by it, while those at the 12th grade seldom report they lie because they consider it a 
morally wrong action; When involved in a lie, the youngsters at the 7th and 9th grade fear, above all, their 
, while those at the 12th grade are much more concerned with the fact that the truth may not 
come up; In a difficult situation, the youngsters at the 7th and 9th grades rely mostly on friends, but the students 
at 12th grade choose their Mother as the person they trust most; In a difficult situation, the youngsters at the 7th 
and 9th grades exclude their parents (both) from their cycle of trust, while the youngsters at the 12th grade only 
mention their Father; The main reasons that lead young people of the 7th grade to lie are mainly related to the 
fear of being punished for telling the truth. In the 9th grade, the reasons are relate to pride, to the difficulty they 
have on assuming the truth, while the youngsters in the 12th grade assume clearly they lie because they want to; 
The main reasons that lead young people of the 7th grade to lie to their parents are related to the fear of being 
punished for telling the truth, whereas the youngsters of the 9th and 12th grades lie to their parents mainly to 
spare them from the disappointment of the truth; The main reasons that lead young people of the 7th grade to lie 
specifically to their friends and schoolmates relate to the fear of being mocked; the 9th school year students 
stated the fear of being excluded from their group of friends and the 12th grade students referred the shame of 
assuming their problems; The main issues young people of the 7th grade lie about relate to their family life and 
school performance, whereas the students of the 9th and 12th school years refer their privacy; The main issues 
young people of the 7th grade lie about specifically to their parents relate to their academic performance, whereas 
the students of the 9th and 12th school years refer their addictions and habits; The main issues young people of 
the 7th grade lie about specifically to their peers and mates relate to their family life, whereas the students of the 
9th and 12th grades refer their deeds and achievements. 
The results of the analysis of the questionnaires also supported, as expected from Piaget (1932) and 
(1981;1984) previous works on moral development and just as Gomes and Chakur (2005) stated, that 
equential evolution throughout adolescence, 
particularly in what concerns lying. The youngsters of the 7th and sometimes of the 9th grade, often tend to 
position themselves towards falsehood in an egocentric and hedonistic way that recalls the heteronymous moral 
reported by Piaget (1932) and often indicate the fear of being punished and the need to maintain their public 
development (1981;1984); but in certain situations most of the older students at the 12th and sometimes of the 
9th grade, although following the principle of being good boys and pleasing friends (typical of Stage 3), tended to 
act for common good, out of interest and concern for others; that puts them on a higher level of moral 
development than the first ones and this may indicate the passage from the heteronymous stage for the moral 
autonomy reported by Piaget (1932).  
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3.3. Conceptions of lie by gender 
To answer our third and final research question, Are there any differences in the conceptions of lie that boys 
and girls have?, we also applied the chi-square test of independence (Table 2) to ascertain the existence of 
significant differences between the concepts of lying and gender: 
 
Table 2. Significant results of the chi square test of independence for the variable gender 
 
Groups Value df p 
What is a Lie 10.037 3 .018 
7.714 3 .052 
To whom do we lie 13.664 4 .008 
When do we lie - - - 
Why do we lie 11.750 6 .068 
What do we lie about - - - 
 
As we can observe in Table 2, the results show that there are some few significant differences 
marginally significant differences in conceptions of Lie for this variable, in three of the five 
dimensions considered. To point this out, we only present the values corresponding to results of significant 
difference for the variable gender in Table 2. Thus, each "value" presented in each "group", represents a sub-
category of that group where significant differences of gender were found. 
Above we present a few suggestive points of these differences on the perception of moral values concerning 
lie: Regarding their attitude towards lie, girls report that they seldom lie because lying is wrong, whereas boys 
assume they only resort to lie if they can profit from it. In a difficult situation, the people girls trust less are both 
of their parents, while boys refer only the father. The main reasons why the girls lie specifically to their parents 
,  punished for 
telling the truth. The main issues the girls lie specifically to their parents relate to their addictions and habits. As 
for the boys, . The main issues girls lie about to peers and friends is their 
intimacy. As for the boys, they lie about their deeds and achievements. 
From the analysis of the results obtained, it was possible to corroborate that gender may also represent, albeit 
in a very slight way, a devious factor in the conceptions of lie and that it would be quite a relevant and interesting 
issue for further studies (Vivar, 2002) due to the lack of information on the matter. In general, these results 
enable us to infer that the socialization process of boys and girls, and the interaction dynamics resulting from it, 
ons (Gilligan, 2003; Montenegro, 2003). 
 
4. Conclusions 
The results obtained show that there are significant differences in the conceptions of lying of the participants 
: according to Piaget (1932) and 
grades 
stages of moral development. However, it revealed lie as a tool for everyday discourse and human actions, which 
delimits itself from the moral reasoning accepted and valued by our society. A clear understanding presented by 
all participants, whatever their age, is that lying, although sometimes used to their advantage, is socially 
condemned and disregarded from an ethical point of view, thus reaffirming its derogatory place in the social 
framework of moral values. 
As for the gender differences in the general conceptions of lying and despite the interesting idea presented by 
Gurian (2001) that boys and girls think differently in similar contexts and situations, 
evidence to make a statement on this issue. However, in spite of the studies carried out by Rest, Braebeck and 
Walker (Sprinthall & Collins, 2003), we think that if it is applied to a wider sample, the moral differences of 
gender may reveal different results. 
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s about the relationship between young people and their parents, 
particularly in what lying is concerned, it appears that all of them, regardless of gender and age, agree that 
In general, the youngsters lie mainly to their parents out of fear of 
being punished and shame to disappoint them; they also reveal that they do it especially when they want to hide 
something namely their addictions and habits (in the case of girls) and school grades (in the case of boys). 
Teenagers lie mainly to achieve physical and psychological autonomy of the adult and to ensure greater 
proximity to peers identification (Neiva, 1942; Carreteiro, 2004; Ballone, 2006; Caniato, 2007; M. Martins, 2009; 
Taylor, 2011). 
These results lead us to reflect on the importance of the family in t
development, on the family status of the father and the mother and on what kind of parent-child relationship the 
(Shulman, 
2009, p.259). 
Although further studies and more empirical evidence were needed, it may be inferred that despite the 
changes the family has gone trough over the past decades, with the entrance of women into the labor world 
(which forces the Mother to be physically more absent from home) and a gradual but more active participation of 
men-
complete or socially adjusted to the uncertainty of the present in which the internalization of rules, values and 
(Urra, 2009). 
As the results show, issues such as evening dates, substance use and those related to privacy, particularly 
among young girls, are still not being peacefully discussed or addressed in a healthy environment of sharing 
experiences between parents and children. The traditional idea that "mothers are care providers and insure the 
satisfaction of the daily needs while fathers are the heads of the family 
(Lamborn, 2008, p.430) was corroborated by the results of our study; this develops a mother-adolescent 
complicity and keeps out of balance the affective and emotional roles of the parental figures. Grossmann (quoted 
in Shulman et al, 2009, p.259) states 
Shulman et al, "is what young people need 
at this stage, a "close enough" model that will enable them to build notions of respect and independence" (2009, 
p.259). Thus, according to the participants, especially the eldest ones, when the child resorts to lying, it means 
that the child-parent interactions are distant. "Older teenagers feel less attached to their parents than the young 
ones." (Lamborn, 2008, p.430). As a model to their children, parents must act telling the truth even if it means 
recognizing a wrong doing, because lying retrenches trust. 
As for the student-teacher relationships at school, it appears that young people resort to lying, especially 
because of their personal neglect of duties such as homework, unjustified absences or school grades in other 
subjects. Regardless of gender and of the school levels here considered, the reasons young people lie specifically 
to their teachers are consensual: the fear of being punished for telling the truth and the shame of assuming 
publicly their flaws and difficulties. These results suggest a reflection on the role of the teacher-student 
relationship of the Portuguese school reality. "Could it be that the lack of dialogue on what affects most the 
young people turns the school into an aseptic, uninteresting and irrelevant place for them?" (Valente, 1989, p.2). 
answers as a stranger, as an individual emotionally distant and unworthy of trust, as one of the figures young 
people most lie to. In a society where young people spend most of their day in school with teachers, one would 
expect them to have a different approach, a more positive view and much more confidence in their relationships. 
Faircloth points out that "Young people bring to school important perspectives of their lives outside school and 
educational requirements" (2009, p.327 ). 
A greater closeness between student and teacher and the establishment of more affectionate and open 
relationships is essential for discussing the issues and reasons usually assigned to lie as well as to reflect and 
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change them together, in a context that no longer faces an eventual punishment for concealing ignorance, 
avoiding shame or calling on attention.  
Their friends are the ones in whom they entrust their biggest secrets, share their dreams and ambitions with, 
with whom they seek new benchmarks in the construction of their own values and find the understanding that 
 observations
friends unless the issue involves their family life, their privacy or their achievements and accomplishments; if 
they do so, as it has been mentioned before, is only out of fear or shame of being mocked and/or rejected by their 
group. 
 be relevant to question the reasons behind this fear and shame to assume their private family 
life? It remains unknown if it is due to the typical teenager rejection of all standards, values and rules previously 
accepted and indisputable or, in addition to the complexity of this period the youngsters are going through, if 
there are any other reasons like ideological confrontations with parental demands at home, unpleasant enough to 
be concealed and omitted by them. 
In the Portuguese context, we can sense the urgency of building a stronger and participatory educational 
community where parents and teachers engage fully in youth training through more frequent and less formal 
meetings which may help establishing a closer link between the two of them and would benefit the school-family 
relationship without weakening the link with the youngsters. The school is expected to become closer to the 
Hoover-Dempsey 
and Sandler (1997, p.3-42) nt in their 
 
and the invitations sent by the school or handed over by the children so to involve them in school activities. And 
it is especially on the third reason that the school should invest more. By inviting and bringing parents into the 
classroom, school and parents together, will be able to plan better training strategies and develop in a more 
mature and profound way, a set of moral and ethical notions which they practice and wish to see reproduced in 
the young ones. 
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